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Prologue
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“Mama? What’s wrong?” Tessa asked, looking down at her mother, who was clutching a photo of her father and sobbing on the living room floor.

Her mother, Gabrielle, looked up at Tessa and sniffled. Her eyes were brimmed red and puffy as she shook her head.  Usually, Gabrielle was primped and dressed to the nines. This morning, her hair was unbrushed and messy. Her make-up stained her cheeks and her clothes were rumpled. Tessa frowned as panic swirled in her stomach. 

“Please, Mama, tell me what happened?” Tessa asked, kneeling on the floor beside her mum.

“Tess, he’s gone, he’s missing, they thanked me for his service, and said they lost him,” Tessa’s mother groaned through tears.

Tessa didn’t understand what her mother was trying to tell her. Who was missing? And who had thanked her mum for whose service? Behind them, her brother Oliver came into the room and stopped short when he saw their mother on the ground.

“Mum?” he asked.

Tessa looked over her shoulder and shrugged. Their mother didn’t even acknowledge Oliver. “She said that someone was missing, and they thanked her for his service, but had lost him. Who does she mean, Ollie?” Tessa asked.

Oliver’s face dropped and paled as he ran his hands up over his face. At seven years old, Tessa was confused about what was going on. “Ollie?” Tessa asked her brother. 

Oliver was eleven years old; she knew that she annoyed him, but she loved her brother so much. He looked just like their father— he was tall with dark, almost black hair that he kept short and neat. He played basketball at school and to Tessa, he was her hero.

“Tess, shit,” he groaned.

Panic unfurled in Tessa’s stomach. Oliver never swore— it wasn’t allowed in their house. A rule their dad, Franklin, had set. It wasn’t right for a man to swear in front of a lady, their father always told them. 

Oliver came toward their mum and took the crumpled piece of paper from her hand. Their mother continued to silently weep and clutch the family photo. Tessa watched as Oliver read over the paper and frowned. His lips moved silently as he read over the words. 

“Mum, when did this come?” he asked.

Their mum looked up at Oliver and shook her head. “This morning, the postman, delivered it this morning. The Army didn’t even send someone, don’t they normally send someone? Not just a damned letter? A fucking letter is all I got, Oliver, a fucking letter,” she screamed.

Tessa recoiled as if she had just been slapped. Her mother never raised her voice, and never swore, especially such a bad word. She said only gutter rats spoke in such ways. The panic that had sat like a stone in her gut was feeling heavy and tears had started to burn in her eyes. She didn’t understand what it meant, other than something to do with the Army. 

Tessa’s father was in the Army, fighting in Korea to make it safe from the Russians. Oliver had told her that. But why would they send her mother a letter, and why would that letter make her mother so angry? “Ollie, please tell me what is going on? I’m scared,” Tessa asked in a quiet voice.

Oliver looked down at his sister and held his arms out for her to climb up into his lap. “Tessie, I’m sorry. Daddy died when he was fighting in Korea. The letter says that he was shot by the enemy and died,” Oliver explained with a frown on his face.

Dead? Their father, dead? Tessa’s stomach tightened and she thought she was going to be sick. She shook her head and pinched Oliver’s arm. “Don’t say that, don’t lie like that, Ollie, it’s not funny,” she cried as tears fell from her cheeks.

Oliver shook his head sadly and buried his face in her neck. His tears wet her skin. “I’m sorry, pea, I didn’t lie, it’s what the letter says,” Oliver said with a broken voice, using her nickname.

She didn’t want to believe Oliver, but the following week, her mother made her dress in a black dress and stand beside the coffin that held her father while they slowly lowered him into the ground, it all became real. Their father had died fighting for his country in a war Tessa didn’t understand. 
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Chapter One
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“Please say that you are going to come to the dance, Tessa,” Imogen whined for the umpteenth time that day.

Tessa sighed. She didn’t feel like dancing; Kyle had only just broken up with her that morning and she was depressed. Kyle had her heart. Well, at least she thought he had. Kyle was the most popular boy in school and when he first asked Tessa to date him she had been shocked. It wasn’t like she was unpopular, but she wasn’t the queen bee of the school either, that title went to Louisa. 

Kyle though was beautiful, with his short brown hair and body that was made for football. He smiled wherever he went and when he flashed that smile at Tessa, her knees were weak. He had been her first kiss. Not that they had done much more than kiss. He had touched her a bit and she had felt under his shirt, but that was as far as she went. Tessa wasn’t sure she was ready to have sex with him.

He had said a few times how he wanted to go all the way with her. How she was meant for him and that he wanted to be the one she lost her virginity to. She believed him and was really considering it. But then it all fell apart. When she arrived at school that morning, she saw Kyle standing beside Louisa’s locker, his pinky finger entwined with hers. Tessa had stopped and frowned, wondering what was going on.

When Kyle told her that he had fallen in love with the royal bitch of the school, Louisa, her heart broke in two. When at lunch, Tessa had seen them kissing in front of Kyle’s locker, it just about shattered her.

“I don’t really feel like dancing, I’m . . .” she said looking at her overexcited friend. 

Imogen and Tessa had been inseparable since they were babies. Their mothers had met in the same hospital room when they were born only two days apart. However, they couldn’t be more different. Imogen was a chubby, freckle-faced girl with unruly blonde curls. Whereas Tessa was tall, slim, without the curves that seemed so desirable thanks to actresses like Marilyn Monroe. Her breasts were small, her hair was dark but straight as a pin. She had always been somewhat jealous of Imogen’s curves. She had large breasts that always drew the boys’ eyes. 

“Please, Tess, please, please, please,” Imogen begged.

“Why is it so important that I come to this dance? I’ve missed them before and it’s never bothered you,” Tessa asked while she pulled her bag from her locker.

“The soldiers are being sent to Vietnam next week. Don’t you want to dance with them before they go?” Imogen said, her eyes wide and her smile even wider.

Tessa snorted. If there was one thing her friend couldn’t resist it was a man in uniform. “Fine, I’ll go.”

Imogen cheered and started to chatter wildly about what dress she was going to wear and how she would do her hair. Tessa wasn’t quite as excited for the dance as Imogen, but she took enjoyment in watching her friend’s broad smile and the way she bounced on her toes. 

Her day had dragged, it seemed that everywhere she went she saw Kyle and Louisa, they were either kissing or hanging off each other. Louisa giggled like a stupid little girl at everything Kyle said. In Literature, they sat behind Tessa and all she could hear was the cutesy talk spewing from Louisa’s ugly mouth. Tessa was bitter and angry by the time she got home. She wanted to do anything but dance, but she had promised Imogen.

She sat looking in her mirror, carefully putting eyeshadow onto her eyes, thinking about what Imogen said about the soldiers. Maybe this was her way at getting back at Kyle. She could meet a soldier at the dance, maybe she would let the soldier go further than what Kyle and she had. 

Tessa chuckled to herself. It was a stupid plan, but she wanted to shake off the anger she felt. She didn’t like feeling angry, she wanted to be happy, she wanted to enjoy her final year in school before heading off to college. More than that, she didn’t want Kyle and ugly Louisa to ruin her mood while she danced and had a fun night. Shaking her head, she continued putting on her make-up and preparing for a night of fun and dancing.

“Where are you going?” Oliver asked from her bedroom door, eyeing her outfit and the way she smoothed out her dark hair.

“I’m going to the dance with Imogen,” she said wrinkling her nose. 

She still had no desire to go, but life wouldn’t be worth living if she let her friend down after promising to attend. Oliver frowned and folded his arms across his chest. “Did you ask Mum?” 

Tessa raised a brow when she looked over at him. She hadn’t even bothered to consider their mother’s wishes. Since their father had died ten years previously, her mum had sunk herself into a deep depression and the bottle. If she wasn’t laid out drunk in her bedroom, she was laid out under some guy she had picked up at the bar. Her mother no longer talked to her children, she no longer bothered with them. Oliver had been the one to raise Tessa for the last ten years, which was a huge burden for him to carry. Tessa just shook her head and sighed.

“Oliver, she doesn’t care if I go anywhere, you and I both know she forgets she even has children.”

Oliver’s frown deepened and he sighed before lifting off the door frame. “Tess, I was drafted. To go to Vietnam. I must report next week for training. I won’t be here to look after the both of you for a while. I need you to help take care of her.”

Tessa gasped and shook her head. Tears welled in her eyes. She lost her father in the Korean conflict, she couldn’t lose her brother too. “Don’t go. We can flee. I can’t lose you like I lost dad,” she cried.

In two steps, Oliver was in her room and had her swept up in his arms, cradling her head to his chest. “I’m going to come home again. I will be here to see you graduate, I will be here for your wedding, for my nephew and nieces to be born. I’m not going to be killed. But I’m not allowed to run, they will hunt me down, and throw me in jail. I have to go.”

Oliver’s shirt was wet where her tears soaked into his chest. Tessa sighed and nodded her head. She knew they couldn’t run. Once that draft letter came, it was too late, you had to go. It didn’t mean she had to like it. In fact, she didn’t like it, she hated it with every inch of her being. 

Suddenly, the thought of going and dancing with soldiers who were being sent to a similar fate didn’t seem so appealing. She would rather stay home with Oliver and spend every free minute she could with him. She didn’t want to analyze it too deeply, knowing that the reason she wanted to have him by her side continuously before he left was so that she had some time with him in case he died. Tessa shook her head; she couldn’t think about it. Her heart was threatening to tear into shreds, she couldn’t think about the possibility of losing the two most important men in her life.

“It will be alright. I’ll keep my head down and do my duty, then I’ll be back home before you know it.”

Tessa tried to give Oliver a smile but knew it was weak at best. Oliver squeezed her shoulders and looked down into her eyes. “Come on, I’ll take you to the dance, I’m sure there is some pretty girl there I can dance with,” he said with a smile.

Tessa sighed and nodded her head. Her mind wasn’t on the dance, she wanted to shake off her worry, but the boulder that was quickly forming in her gut wasn’t going to let it go. 
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Chapter Two
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The music was loud and there were people everywhere when Oliver and Tessa pulled into the car park of the dance hall. She looked around, some of the faces were familiar, but there was only one she was really looking for though. She didn’t want to see Kyle. She was still shattered by his deceit, and the last thing she wanted was to have his new relationship shoved in her face. Oliver gave her hand a quick squeeze and a smile before he led them toward the entrance of the dance hall, where an older lady with glasses sat, taking the entry fee. 

“Tessa, you came,” Imogen cried as she looked over at Oliver, “oh, hi Oliver.”

Tessa chuckled at Imogen who was blushing under Oliver’s presence. She had never made her crush on Tessa’s brother a secret. And she became like a bumbling idiot every time he walked in a room. Oliver, of course, played up to it. He was popular with the girls; he always had one fawning over him.

“Immy girl, will you save a dance for me?” Oliver asked with a small smirk.

Imogen blushed a deeper red and nodded mutely. Oliver grinned, and gave her a wink, before sauntering off toward a group of older girls who were watching him. Tessa and Imogen watched as he held his hand out to a gorgeous blonde and she took it with a giggle, before leading her onto the dance floor and pulling her close. Imogen sighed beside Tessa as she watched with wide eyes.

“I wish I looked like her, then maybe someone would want to dance with me like that,” she sighed.

“I’d like to dance with you,” a deep voice spoke from behind causing the girls to jump.

They turned to see a young guy in an army uniform, his hair was slicked back, his bright blue eyes watched them, and he had a small smile. His hands twisted in front of him like he wasn’t as confident as he had been only a few moments earlier. Tessa elbowed Imogen in the side and nodded her head toward the boy.

“You, you want to dance with me?” Imogen asked quietly.

The boy nodded his head and smiled a little more broadly. He was a handsome guy but appeared to be just as shy as Imogen. “Will you?” he asked.

Imogen nodded her head and held her hand out tentatively, he took it and led her onto the dance floor, just a little way away from Oliver and pulled her into his chest for a slow dance. Tessa smiled; she was happy that someone had chosen her friend. 

“Would you like to dance?” 

Tessa turned and looked up into the most startling green eyes she had ever seen. She sucked in a breath; this guy wasn’t just handsome he was angelically so. He had dark hair, almost black, that he wore parted down the side and short around the edges, he was tall, well over six feet and under his uniform, she could only imagine the amount of muscle he had going on. Realizing she had been staring for too long, Tessa looked up at him and cleared her throat. His eyes were filled with humor as she blushed.

“I’m Quinn, would you like to dance with me?” he asked again.

“Hi Quinn, I’m Tessa, and I’d really like to dance with you.”

Quinn took Tessa’s hand with a smile and led her on to the dance floor, pulling her close. The music had changed to an upbeat tempo, which made it a little less awkward. Dancing with Quinn was fun and soon, Tessa found herself forgetting about her worries and Oliver being sent to war. She was smiling and dancing when a tap on Quinn’s shoulder made them stop. 

“Excuse me, Sarg, do you mind if I cut in?” 

A tall guy, just as broad as Quinn, but with wild red hair and a huge beard stood staring down with a crooked smile. Tessa sucked in a breath, what was it about these guys, they were all gorgeous, she thought to herself as she checked out the newcomer. When she looked over at Quinn, he wore a slight smirk, having caught her checking out the man that interrupted their dance.

“Well, it’s up to Tessa, whether she would like to dance,” Quinn replied.

The red-haired guy looked at her with a hopeful gleam in his eye. “What do you say, Tessa? Would you like to take a spin upon the dance floor with me?” he asked.

Tessa smiled and tapped her chin before she nodded. Quinn chuckled and handed her off to the new dancer, whose name she was still unsure of. He took hold her hand and led her deeper onto the dance floor. Beside them, Imogen was still dancing with the boy that had caught her eye and Oliver was standing against the wall with his tongue down the blonde’s throat. Tessa rolled her eyes and looked back at her dance partner. He looked over his shoulder and turned back with a frown.

“Is he an ex-boyfriend?” he asked.

Tessa shook her head and smiled. “No, that’s my brother. I think he is getting in as many kisses as he can, he goes to Vietnam next week,” she explained with a hitch in her voice.

“Ah, I see. We are all headed there too, do you know what unit?”

Tessa shook her head. She had only just found out about Oliver, she didn’t know anything more, other than he was about to go and fight a war, a war that wasn’t all that long after her father was killed in the last one.

“I’m Archer, by the way,” he said, pointing to his chest.

Tessa smiled and held her hand out for a shake. “It’s lovely to meet you, Archer.”

He gave Tessa a warm smile and pulled her into his arms just as the music turned to a slow tune. She placed her arm on his shoulder and felt the muscles rippled under her fingers. Archer leaned down and she felt his beard tickle her neck as he nestled in next to her face. He smelt like apple pie, so she closed her eyes and inhaled a large breath. Archer lifted his head and looked down at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Did you just sniff me?” 

Tessa giggled and nodded her head, before laughing slightly harder. Archer chuckled and pulled her tight, taking a big sniff of her neck, making her giggle again.

“You smell like rosewater,” Archer said quietly in her ear, causing goose pimples to raise up on her body.

“You smell like apple pies,” she whispered close in his ear.

Archer hummed quietly and pulled her even tighter against his chest until she was completely flat against him, her breasts were squashed, and his large hands covered her whole lower back in the hold. It was hard to dance being pulled against someone so tight, so instead, they sort of just rocked.

“Seriously, Archer, let the girl have some breathing room,” a new voice appeared, causing her and Archer to pull apart.

Tessa shook her head— there must have been something the army were feeding their soldiers, as each one was stunning. This guy had short-cropped blonde hair, his blue eyes were captivating as he watched her, and he had the perfect shaped lips to be kissing for hours. The guy stuck his hand out toward Tessa with a smile.

“Hello, my name is Felix,” he said.

Tessa took Felix’s hand and gave him a warm smile. “Hi, Felix, it’s really nice to meet you. I’m Tessa.”

Felix grinned, which caused two dimples to pop in his cheeks. “Would you like to have some punch?” he asked.

Tessa looked over at Archer, who smiled and gave a wink, which told her he didn’t mind. She nodded and followed Felix over to the table that was set up with serving bowls of punch. After Felix poured Tessa and himself a cup, he led her over to the large window, where the cool night air blew in. She felt the chill over her arms as it prickled her skin.

“Are you cold?” Felix asked looking slightly concerned.

Tessa smiled and shook her head. “No, I’m alright,” she replied.

“Do you live around here?” Felix asked.

Tessa nodded and told him that she lived in the town. They stood talking for quite some time, and she found out that Felix, Archer, Quinn, and another guy named Tobias were all part of the same unit, heading over to Vietnam the following week. They were here to catch the bus, so decided to come in early and spend some time at the beach relaxing before they had to go. The boys had all grown up together and were more like brothers than friends. From the way that Felix had described their relationship, it was like her and Imogen. They couldn’t imagine life without one another. 

“Are you scared?” Tessa asked, looking seriously at Felix.

He bit his lip and nodded briefly. “I am, but I have my brothers with me, so I know I can do anything with them by my side.”

Tessa sighed but nodded her head. She didn’t know how she was going to cope with Oliver being away. He was four years older than her, and he lived his own life. He worked as a mechanic in town, and although they didn’t share everything with one another, she loved him and didn’t want to see him get hurt, or worse killed.
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Chapter Three
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She was standing still sipping on her punch with Archer and Felix when Quinn and another man, who she assumed was Tobias, came toward them.  “Tessa, this is Tobias, Tobias, this is Tessa,” Quinn introduced.

Tobias was gorgeous, he had blonde curly hair that was a little shaggy on top, and thick-rimmed glasses— when he smiled, his whole face lit up. “Hi Tessa,” he said with a huge grin.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said as she looked between all the guys, “what do they put in the water where you are all from? Seriously, you are all gorgeous.”

All four guys bust out laughing as Archer put his arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head. She felt butterflies creep into her stomach and start to flutter. “Tessa, would you like to go for a walk with us, we noticed a small park, just a little over the ways,” Quinn said.

Tess frowned and looked past them toward where Imogen was dancing cheek to cheek with the boy she had met, and Oliver still had his tongue down the blonde’s throat. They probably wouldn’t even notice she was missing. She looked between the guys who were all looking at her with hope in their eyes, she gave them a smile and nodded her head.

“Alright, there is a little lake with a jetty just down the road, we can go there if you like,” Tessa replied.

Archer grinned down at her and
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